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was only by degrees, however, that the Republicans
absorbed the various groups of anti-Nebraska men.
What happened at this time in Illinois may be
taken as typical., and it is particularly noteworthy
as revealing the first real appearance of Abraham
Lincoln in American history.
Though in 1854 he was not yet a national figure,
Lincoln was locally accredited with keen political
insight, and was regarded in Illinois as a strong
lawyer. The story is told of him that, while he
was attending court on the circuit, he heard the
news of the Kansas-Nebraska Act in a tavern and
sat up most of the night talking about it. Next
morning he used a phrase destined to become
famous. "I tell you," said he to a fellow lawyer,
"this nation cannot exist half slave and half free."
Lincoln, however, was not one of the first to
join the Republicans. In Illinois, in 1854, Lincoln
resigned his seat in the legislature to become the
Whig candidate for United States senator, to suc-
ceed the Democratic colleague of Douglas. But
there was little chance of his election, for the real
contest was between the two wings of the Demo-
crats, the Nebraska men and the anti-Nebraska
men, and Lincoln withdrew in favor of the candi-
date of the latter, who was elected.